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Enslaved children were at the centre of France’s reform of colonial slavery 
from the mid-1830s to 1848. Youths, because of their malleability and supposed 
innocence, were deemed most deserving of moralizing efforts through religious 
and elementary education. When emancipation was conceivable by many on both 
sides of the Atlantic, enslaved children came to represent the future generation of 
French colonial citizens. Although slaveholders strongly opposed abolitionists’ 
efforts and despite the slow nature of metropolitan reforms, hundreds of enslaved 
children in Martinique benefitted from the rights they acquired in the last decade 
and a half of slavery, namely, partial access to religious and elementary education, 
family rights, and freedom. 
Les enfants esclaves furent au cœur de la réforme de l’esclavage dans les colonies 
menée par la France du milieu des années 1830 à 1848. On estimait que les 
jeunes, vu leur malléabilité et leur supposée innocence, méritaient le plus d’être 
moralisés grâce à l’enseignement religieux et à l’enseignement primaire. Une 
fois l’émancipation devenue envisageable par nombre de personnes de part et 
d’autre de l’Atlantique, on en vint à considérer les enfants esclaves comme la 
future génération de citoyens français des colonies. Bien que les propriétaires 
d’esclaves aient été fortement opposés aux efforts des abolitionnistes et malgré 
la lenteur des réformes métropolitaines, des centaines d’enfants esclaves de 
Martinique bénéficièrent des droits acquis pendant les quinze dernières années 
de l’esclavage, soit l’accès partiel à l’enseignement religieux et à l’enseignement 
primaire, les droits des familles et la liberté.
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IN 1835, THE FRENCH MINISTER of the Navy and Colonies read the report 
of Sieur Geoffroy, Captain of the Bordeaux-based ship Courrier de Manille, 
discussing the abolition of slavery in the British colonies. Believing France would 
soon have to follow suit, Sieur Geoffroy suggested a plan “that would satisfy 
everyone.” He suggested that the government should emancipate “children to be 
born and those young enough to be instilled good principle.” He added that “an 
early surveillance” was “indispensable for satisfying results.” The Minister wrote 
his approval in the margin: “There is good sense in this article.”1 For the first time 
in the French empire, enslaved youths were at the centre of a proposal to reform 
slave society. 
Enlightenment ideas regarding children’s innocence and the malleability 
of their minds were widespread and established by the 1830s, and this made 
them ideal candidates to spearhead the social changes abolitionists and the July 
Monarchy professed to want for French colonial society. This essay argues that 
from 1835 to 1848 enslaved children were the focus of metropolitan reform 
efforts in its colonies. Their role in the transformation of the colonial order would 
change over time but remained a common thread throughout the last decade and 
a half of slavery in the French empire. Archival research suggests three distinct 
phases during which enslaved children were discussed as central players in the 
emancipation movement. First, after failed attempts to make children the first 
recipients of gradual emancipation, conservative abolitionists pushed for enslaved 
young people to become the object of metropolitan moralization efforts. Later, 
the Mackau laws of 1845 aimed at improving the wellbeing of the enslaved and 
ensuring local implementation of new regulations, and the rise of immediatist 
abolitionism shifted the role of children as the primary recipients of moralization 
efforts to their preparation for citizenship. Finally, two decisions by the Cour de 
Cassation in 1844 and 1845 upholding the indivisibility of the families of enslaved 
people originating in the 1685 Code noir led to the government-sponsored 
emancipation of hundreds of children in the last two years of slavery. 
Historians of French abolitionism and emancipation have stressed the 
weakness and ineffectiveness of political and governmental efforts at bettering 
the conditions of the enslaved and preparing their emancipation in the colonies in 
the decades preceding the 1848 abolition of slavery. In the two definitive works 
on the topic, the abolition of slavery in the French colonies appears more as a 
haphazard effect of the 1848 revolution, rather than the consequence of prolonged 
governmental efforts. Historian Lawrence C. Jennings argues that the French 
abolitionist movement was stifled by the slow and cautious approach of the 
political élite who were its leaders, the unwillingness of King Louis Philippe to 
upset colonial and merchant partisans, strong anti-British sentiment in France, 
and a lack of popular support for the cause. The Societé française pour l’abolition 
de l’esclavage, founded in 1834, was formed by members of the Chamber of 
Deputies who had, overall, a conservative approach and favoured gradual over 
1 Archives Nationales d’Outre-Mer (hereafter ANOM), Série Généralité, box 174, folder 1389, Sieur 
Geoffroy to Minister of Navy and Colonies, February 19, 1835. The translation of this document and 
further translations of primary and secondary sources in French are mine. 
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immediate emancipation. Moreover, the appointment of the Baron de Mackau, a 
former Governor of Martinique with strong ties with the planter class, as Minister 
of the Navy and Colonies from 1843 to 1847, prevented the abolitionist movement 
from achieving much before the new government of the February Revolution 
declared the end of colonial slavery.2 Similarly, French historian Nelly Schmidt 
demonstrates the slow pace and often ineffective measures taken by abolitionists 
and metropolitan powers. More forcefully than Jennings, Schmidt argues that 
“one should not uphold an anachronistic interpretation [of emancipation]; there 
was no slow progress toward a supreme measure of abolition in the years before 
1848.”3 Both historians identified a major problem of metropolitan reforms in 
the colonies: the nature of these governmental attempts was unquestionably 
insufficient. Yet because these historians focus on how the abolition of slavery 
came about, rather than who it concerned, they miss the central role enslaved 
children played in metropolitan efforts at reforming slave society and engaging 
with the question of emancipation in the decade and a half that preceded it.
Evolving ideas regarding childhood in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
were central to the child-centred reform efforts led by individuals and the French 
government in the last decades of slavery. New theories on childhood emerged 
during the Enlightenment period and would revolutionize the role and place 
of children in Western families and societies. John Locke’s Essay Concerning 
Human Understanding (1689) introduced the concept of the soul and mind as 
a tabula rasa, suggesting that children’s minds were a blank slate that gained 
knowledge from empirical experience. Influenced by Locke’s pedagogical 
philosophies, Jean-Jacques Rousseau offered his own thoughts on childhood in 
the widely-read L’Emile, or On Education (1762). Rousseau believed the first 
promptings of nature in a child should be followed, rather than suppressed, and 
that adult authority should not be felt, but should always be present to guide the 
child. The 1789 Revolution brought about radical changes in family structure, the 
place of children, and the role of government in domestic affairs.4 Throughout the 
Western world, modern ideas regarding childhood, which many deemed should be 
“free from labor and devoted to schooling,” were increasingly common among the 
élite and bourgeoisie in the early nineteenth century.5 By the 1830s, the full-blown 
industrial revolution prompted the government to regulate the work, education, 
and social relations of children in and out of their families. In metropolitan 
France, the interest paid to lower-class children led to a larger reconsideration of 
la condition ouvrière and, as we will see, enabled the government to intervene in 
the previously untouchable rights of colonial planters over the enslaved.6 
2 Lawrence C. Jennings, French Anti-slavery: The Movement for the Abolition of Slavery in France, 1802-
1848 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000).
3 Nelly Schmidt, Abolitionnistes de l’esclavage et réformateurs des colonies, 1820-1851 (Paris: Karthala, 
2000), p. 297.
4 Marie Françoise Lévy, ed., L’enfant, la famille et la Révolution française (Paris: Olivier Orban, 1990).
5 Steven Mintz, Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2004), p. 76.
6 For a discussion of the effects of the industrial revolution in France on the lives of children and government 
interference in domestic affairs see Colin Haywood, Childhood in Nineteenth-Century France (New York: 
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The Cautious Beginnings of Child-centred Reform
Starting in 1835, enslaved children were front and centre in proposals for the 
gradual abolition of slavery. In 1835, Director of Colonies J. E. Filleau de Saint-
Hilaire prepared an emancipation proposal that granted freedom to children 
under 12 and to those born of enslaved mothers after 1838.7 In May 1836, rumors 
spread about the project, though authorities gave no hint about the seriousness of 
its implementation.8 In 1837, Hippolyte Passy, renowned economist and twice 
Minister of Finance under Louis-Philippe, added the abolition of slavery to the 
Chamber of Deputies’ official program of deliberations.9 In February 1838, Passy 
inscribed enslaved children at the centre of the abolition debate. By presenting 
his plan for gradual abolition, he started a decade-long debate throughout the 
French empire to decide when and how enslaved people would acquire the rights 
of citizenship. 
Passy’s proposition emerged in an Atlantic context in which states had already 
granted freedom to children born of enslaved mothers and provided well-known 
examples to French policymakers.10 Gradual abolition via the emancipation of 
enslaved children had been implemented in the northeastern states of the newly 
independent United States in the 1780s and 1790s. Argentina, Peru, and Colombia 
established freedom of womb laws in the 1810s and 1820s, effectively freeing 
children born of enslaved mothers.11 By 1823, members of the British Parliament 
were seriously discussing gradual abolition via the emancipation of enslaved 
youth. Of note, when news of the debate reached Martinique, Governor François-
Xavier Donzelot deplored the consequences of word-of-mouth, as rumor had 
it among the enslaved population that “children who would be born as of now, 
of enslaved women, would be free.”12 By the time the Passy proposition was 
discussed at the Chamber of Deputies in 1838, the idea of emancipating enslaved 
children was conceivable for many.
Passy’s draft bill submitted that newly freed children would become indentured 
labourers under the supervision of their mothers’ masters until they reached the 
age of 21. In exchange for monetary compensation by the state, owners would be 
required to provide housing, food, healthcare, as well as religious and elementary 
education to the freedchildren until they reached the age of 10. From 10 to 21, 
engagés children would work for their mothers’ owners. Upon reaching the age 
of 20, these youths would labour five days for their master, and the earnings from 
Cambridge University Press, 1988); and Lee Shai Weissbach, Child Labor Reform in Nineteenth-Century 
France: Assuring the Future Harvest (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989).
7 Schmidt, Abolitionnistes de l’esclavage, p. 68.
8 Jennings, French Anti-Slavery, pp. 84-89. 
9 Schmidt, Abolitionnistes de l’esclavage, pp. 69-70. 
10 Procès-verbaux de la Commission nommée par la Chambre des Députés pour l’Examen de la Proposition 
de M. Hte Passy sur le sort des Esclaves dans les Colonies Françaises (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1842), 
p. 113. 
11 Sarah L. H. Gronningsater, “Born Free in the Master’s House: Children and Gradual Emancipation in 
the Early American North,” in Anna Mae Duane, ed., Child Slavery before and after Emancipation: An 
Argument for Child-Centered Slavery Studies (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2017), pp. 123-
149.
12 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 167, folder 1350, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
August 17, 1823. 
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the sixth day would be deposited into a savings account in anticipation of their 
full legal emancipation. The rights of these youths would be limited; they could 
be transferred to another master or abandoned if their mother’s owners wished to 
rid themselves of the responsibility.13 
There was a great deal of opposition to the Passy proposition, from merchants 
in Atlantic port cities to colonial delegates and planters in the Indian and Atlantic 
Oceans. Putting aside what they perceived to be an offensive infringement on 
colonial property rights, pro-slavery members of the Chamber of Deputies argued 
that the indemnity of 50 francs per year was well under the estimated costs of an 
enslaved child’s food, clothes, and health. Most detractors professed they only had 
the children’s interest at heart when rejecting Passy’s proposition. They warned 
that planters would have no economic incentive to care for pregnant mothers if 
they knew their children would only be a financial burden. One lamented to the 
Minister of Colonies: “If the mother is ill, or becomes infirm, hurt or crippled, 
what will become of her children withdrawn from the master’s responsibility? 
And if she dies, who will care for the orphans?”14 Many argued that worse than 
any economic consideration, the law posed a moral threat to the natural order 
of families, as free children would look down upon their enslaved parents and 
older siblings. One colonial delegate, deploring what he perceived as a lack of 
family morals among the enslaved, declared: “before we can make citizens of 
them, we must make them good sons and good fathers. Yet won’t we destroy 
any hope of betterment if we push elements of disorder into the [slave] family, 
such as jealousy from brothers and disdain from freedchildren?”15 All agreed that 
familes of enslaved people could not contain free members in its midst, as it would 
endanger the natural order of patriarchal families and, eventually, of colonial 
society itself. 
Despite strong opposition to Passy’s plan, Louis Philippe’s government 
ordered a special commission to deliberate on the proposition and discuss the 
broader question of slavery and emancipation in the colonies. Without much 
hesitation, the members of the commission dismissed the matter of children’s 
emancipation. Baron de Mackau, as guest participant at the fifth session of the 
commission, declared that he had been a proponent of this mode of gradual 
abolition at first and that this question had been seriously—if informally—debated 
by the Conseil Colonial, but that colonists’ strong opposition had convinced him 
of its inappropriateness.16 Abolitionists and government officials would not renew 
their plans for gradual abolition through enslaved children’s emancipation, but 
began focusing on their moralization and education.
13 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 171, folder 1380, “Projet de loi : De l’émancipation des enfants,” 1837.
14 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 161, folder 1323, Charles Dupin to the Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
February 14, 1838.
15 Archives Nationales Pierrefitte (hereafter AN), Série C Assemblées Nationales, C//2767, M. Conil, 
Observations sur la Proposition de M. De Passy relative à l’Affranchissement des Esclaves qui Naitront à 
l’Avenir aux Colonies Françaises (Paris: Imprimerie de Guiraudet et Ch. Jouaust, 1838), p. 15. 
16 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 161, folder 1322, Procès-verbaux de la Commission nommée par la 
Chambre des Députés pour l’Examen de la Proposition de M. Hte Passy sur le sort des Esclaves dans les 
Colonies Françaises (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1842), p. 113.
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As historians of French emancipation have noted, caution was the watchword 
of both abolitionists and their opponents. In 1840, the Ministry of Navy and 
Colonies sent the incoming governor of Martinique, Etienne-Henri Mengin du 
Val d’Ailly, a dispatch summarizing metropolitan policies in the colonies. The 
Ministry reassured him of the government’s moderate views:
 
The government is bent on using the utmost prudence in any measure it would 
have to take to pave the way for the abolition of slavery in the colonies. The only 
measures that seem necessary to adopt are those aiming at the moralization of 
slaves and enforcing monthly inspections on plantations … these dispositions must 
not worry colonists nor be detrimental to slaves’ labour and discipline.17 
Following the failure of the Passy proposition, preparing the enslaved by promoting 
religious education was the only measure both colonists and abolitionists could 
agree on. In the decade preceding emancipation, the July Monarchy turned toward 
the religious and elementary education of enslaved children as the best way to 
prepare the younger generation of a class of people that could soon become 
French citizens. As historian Henry Delinde explains, for politicians of the 1830s 
and 1840s, “education was considered the principal means by which to solve the 
delicate question of racial prejudice” in the colonies.18 
Following the vote of the Loi Guizot for public elementary education in 
1833, the education of metropolitan French children was now on the agenda 
of major reforms of the nineteenth century.19 The implications of this law 
reverberated throughout the French empire, as metropolitan lawmakers pushed 
public education as a means to ensure that the 1831 law for equal rights of free 
people of colour would not remain moot. Governmental efforts at granting free 
children of colour access to public elementary education beginning in the early 
1830s would subsequently merge with a growing push for the free education 
of enslaved children in the early 1840s.20 For many politicians, the social and 
familial relations between the two communities meant that improvements for free 
people of colour would inevitably lead to some advancement for the enslaved. As 
17 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 3, folder 21, Ministry of Navy and Colonies to M. Val 
D’Ailly, June 5, 1840.
18 Henry Delinde, Fusion des races et instruction : Exemple de la Martinique, 1830-1848 (Paris: L’Harmattan, 
2011), p. 160.
19 Michalina Vaughan and Margaret Scotford, Social Conflict and Educational Change in England and 
France, 1789-1848 (London: Cambridge University Press, 1971); Nathalie Duval, Enseignement et 
éducation en France du XVIIIe siècle à nos jours (Paris: Armand Colin, 2011). 
20 In Fusion des races, Delinde demonstrates that there was a real movement coming from the metropole—
albeit cautious and ineffective due to the lack of cooperation in Martinique—during the July Monarchy 
(1830-1848) to change colonial society and prepare its members for the inevitable end of slavery. Delinde 
argues that the first phase (1830-1836) of the French government’s policy of “fusion des races” (racial 
merger) was focused on establishing free education for both free Black and White children. This was met 
with fierce opposition by Whites in the colonies, where locals did everything to curtail the powers of the 
different Inspecteur de l’instruction publique sent by Paris and cutting the budget for public instruction. 
The second phase (1836-1848) centred on the moralization and instruction of slaves, but mostly with the 
help of the clergy, the only acceptable method for most colonists. In opposition to the historiography of 
emancipation, Delinde’s sources show that there was a real effort on the part of the French government to 
prepare its colonies for the end of slavery through education.
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Governor de Moges (1838-1840) explained to his successor, the future education 
of the enslaved depended on free people of colour’s access to public instruction; 
he was certain that “the influence of education would trickle down from close 
relations, good examples, and imitation.”21 
Beginning in the second half of the 1830s, authorities tentatively tried to 
implement free education for enslaved children in Martinique, starting with 
religious instruction. Governor Baron de Mackau believed the enslaved were 
content with their plight and that no reform was necessary in the colonies, except 
that of education. He wrote the Minister of Navy and Colonies in 1838 that “the 
education of children is a pressing need for all classes of colonial society.” He 
hoped that one day freed and enslaved children would attend the same schools, 
but knew it was impossible at this point.22 In his memoir to his successor, Mackau 
stressed that religious education, “wisely directed and applied, especially toward 
the children of Blacks, who have been neglected for so long but to which the local 
government and colonial representatives have paid solicitous attention,” was the 
solution to the perceived indecency of the customs and morals of the enslaved.23 
In September 1839, the King approved a contest that was opened to members 
of the clergy in Martinique, Guadeloupe, French Guiana, and Ile Bourbon for the 
creation of a “special catechism” for enslaved children. The idea of a child-specific 
catechism was not new and had a long tradition among European Protestants 
dating back to the sixteenth century, yet the novelty of this contest lay in the 
specificity of its prospective recipients.24 This special catechism was supposed to 
be “a simple and brief account of Christian dogma and of the principle precepts 
of morality, destined, as it is in France, to be literally taught to children in order 
to prepare them for First Communion.” The winner of the contest would receive 
a financial reward of 1,500 francs in gold.25 Although the contest never led to any 
publications, it inspired ecclesiastics throughout the French colonies to write their 
own catechisms in Creole languages.26 This contest particularly demonstrated the 
willingness of the metropolitan government to become the driving force behind 
enslaved children’s education through the institution of the Catholic Church.
The royal ordinance of January 5, 1840, officially put enslaved children at 
the centre of colonial reforms by providing the colonies with a budget of 650,000 
francs to support a three-pronged moralizing mission of the enslaved. First, it was 
to financially assist the colonies’ clergy in spreading Catholicism on plantations. 
Second, it would fund enslaved children’s access to public primary schools. Third, 
it instituted a system of patronage, by which government representatives would 
verify planters’ compliance with the royal ordinance. This ordinance required 
21 Delinde, Fusion des races, p. 144.
22 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 161, folder 1323, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
October 11, 1838.
23 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 9, folder 97, “Rapport de Mackason successeur,” 1838. 
24 The first French catechism written in dialogue form was Calvin’s Formulaire d’instruire les enfants en la 
Chrétienté (1541).
25 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 144, folder 1222, “Régime des esclaves, rapport sur l’instruction religieuse 
et la moralisation des esclaves (loi de 1840),” c. 1842. 
26 Dominique Taffin, L’Église martiniquaise et la piété populaire, XVIIe-XXe siècles (Fort-de-France: 
Archives départementales de la Martinique, 2001), p. 60.
98 Histoire sociale / Social History
governors to decide on a day of the week when owners were to send their enslaved 
children under 14 years of age to the parish church to receive a “special catechism” 
adapted to their age. Moreover, the governor was asked to send periodical reports 
on the food and care of the enslaved, their labour and “exemptions based on age,” 
as well as on religious instruction and marriages. With this ordinance, enslaved 
children over four were allowed to attend elementary schools established by their 
local municipalities. Since most masters would not allow the enslaved to travel far 
from the plantation, the ordinance also permitted instructors to travel to plantations 
upon owners’ requests.27 In light of the colonial opposition to public education for 
free children of colour in the first half of the 1830s, this royal ordinance can be 
seen as a genuine effort to push for the preparation of enslaved young people to 
citizenship.
Soon after the promulgation of the royal ordinance, the metropolitan 
government wrote to each governor of the necessity to implement it promptly. 
In his missive, the Minister of Navy and Colonies highlighted the fact that “there 
exists … in the current administration, sufficient resources to implement without 
delay all the provisions of this act.” He urged colonial governors to publish the 
decree, which would “regulate the days and hours of religious instruction on 
plantations, the days and hours when the master will conduct enslaved children 
under fourteen to church for catechism.” He allowed for some initial flexibility in 
the application of the law and added that “the prescriptions of these regulations 
can incidentally be limited if absolutely necessary, until the service of religious 
instruction can be completely organized.”28 Though royal officials understood that 
these social changes would not happen overnight, they also intended for the royal 
ordinance not to remain as moot as former attempts to reform colonial slavery.
In reality, opposition to the education of the enslaved remained strong in 
Martinique throughout the last years of slavery, and until 1847 very few enslaved 
children benefited from their right to attend public schools. In 1840, the Frères 
de la Charité arrived in Martinique to pursue their mission of evangelizing rural 
enslaved people and teaching them reading and writing. By way of opposition, 
local authorities redirected metropolitan subsidies away from plantations by 
placing the brothers in cities, where religious education was already available 
and would mostly benefit free children of colour.29 An 1842 report on the colonial 
application of the 1840 royal ordinance noted that in general planters opposed 
religious instruction by the clergy. Colonists equated education, whether religious 
or elementary, with emancipation; “many have considered this measure under a 
political point of view, and have thus been less disposed to assist ecclesiastics.” 
The report continued: “it is therefore not religious instruction per se that they found 
27 “Ordonnance Royale du 5 janvier 1840 - Instruction et Patronage des esclaves,” Les abolitions de 
l’esclavage, Ministère de la Marine et des Colonies, Colonies françaises : Exécution de l’ordonnance 
royale du 5 janvier 1840 relative à l’instruction religieuse, à l’instruction primaire et au patronage des 
esclaves (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1842). 
28 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 187, folder 1448, Letter from Minister of Navy and Colonies to Governors, 
January 17, 1840.
29 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 97, folder 855, “Note remise par Mr Garnerin père […] sur 
l’Instruction primaire négligée presque abandonnée,” c. 1840. 
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repugnant, but the measure toward which it tended.” A few noteworthy exceptions 
caught the attention of the Procureur du Roi; planters Jollimon de Marolle, 
Latuillerie, Bence, O’Mullane, de la Guigneraye, and de Sanoie encouraged 
regular visits from priests. As for the elementary education of enslaved children, 
the royal ordinance had no immediate effects. The 1842 report noted that only free 
children of colour attended public schools and that governors were being prudent 
in the execution of articles relating to enslaved youth’s access to primary schools 
for fear of creating pushback in free children of colour’s education.30 
Accustomed to consistent colonial opposition to social changes, metropolitan 
authorities decided to enact their educational project with the enslaved children of 
the royal plantation Fonds Saint-Jacques. This sugar plantation, composed of almost 
four hundred enslaved people, was to be a model for the social transformation of 
Martiniquan society. Already in 1829, faced with an almost nonexistent effort to 
proselytize among the enslaved because of local prejudices and a chronic lack of 
priests in the colony, the metropolitan government had tried to implement regular 
catechism for royal slaves.31 Almost a decade later, little had been achieved, but 
Governor de Moges assured the Minister of Navy and Colonies that the apostolic 
prefect, accompanied by two ecclesiastics, would tour the island’s plantations to 
evangelize amongst their enslaved workforce, and would begin with Fonds Saint-
Jacques.32 Soon after, the parish priest was given detailed instructions and a list 
of all the enslaved “so that he [could] give special care to the most ignorant and 
the youngest” on the plantation. Moreover, metropolitan authorities ordered that 
a schoolteacher, which the overseer would house in one of the buildings, would 
teach catechism, as well as reading and writing, to enslaved boys and girls of Fonds 
Saint-Jacques.33 Of note, governmental instructions allowed enslaved youths 
up to 16 years old to attend school, while most laws set 14 years of age as the 
legal limit of enslaved childhood. This extended definition further demonstrates 
the metropole’s willingness to use childhood as a way to broaden the rights and 
opportunities of the enslaved and achieve the reform of colonial society.
The first year of the educational experiment at Fonds Saint-Jacques brought 
about mixed results. In a letter to the Minister of Navy and Colonies in April 1840, 
the island’s governor used a reassuring tone regarding elementary education on 
the royal plantation: “the school is beginning to show good results; children of 
both genders have begun to read, and the school mistress is giving them good 
advice.” Religious instruction, on the other hand, had not advanced much, as the 
parish priest was constantly ill and had been able to come on the plantation only 
30 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 144, folder 1222, “Régime des esclaves, rapport sur l’instruction religieuse 
et la moralisation des esclaves (loi de 1840),” c. 1842.
31 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 35, folder 301, “Arrêté sur les noirs coloniaux,” October 2, 
1829. Article 11 states that slaves will hear prayer mornings and evenings and will go to mass twice a 
month. 
32 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 161, folder 1322, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
November 9, 1838.
33 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 35, folder 305, “Copie des instructions données à 
Mr Lecamus, géreur de l’habitation St Jacques,” c. 1839. 
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four times throughout the year.34 Governor de Moges faced strong opposition 
from council members who condemned the consequences of teaching enslaved 
children how to read and write. Members of a special commission overseeing 
the royal plantation believed teaching young enslaved people to read and write 
would bring about “tastes in complete opposition to those we ought to inspire in 
them.” They added that “ideas they get from this type of teaching, above their 
level, are thus truly nefarious in principle for the entire colony.” The educational 
experiment at Fonds Saint-Jacques was, in their opinion, too close to elevating the 
status of the enslaved to that of free people.35 A few months later, council members 
renewed their disapproval of this social experiment and asserted “that it would 
be dangerous to teach slaves something other than labour, and it would be more 
appropriate to do away with the school established at Saint-Jacques.” Governor 
Val d’Ailly refused to back down and maintained the school, which he saw as 
promising.36 In a memoir to his successor in 1844, he asserted his belief that the 
education of the enslaved would produce sounder results if geared toward youths 
rather than their parents, who as full-grown adults could not be influenced in the 
same way. Still, he maintained doubts about the possibility that such results would 
be “easy and complete in the presence of examples and deeds that are inherent 
to the state of slavery.”37 In his mind, the enslaved community was yet another 
obstacle to the metropole’s vision of the upcoming generation. 
Scholars of French abolitionism rightly note the almost total lack of 
implementation of the ordinance of January 5, 1840, that sought to better the 
condition of the enslaved. Lawrence Jennings argues that the right-of-search 
controversy with Britain in the first half of the 1840s greatly undermined 
abolitionist measures and describes this period as a regression to the state of 
government involvement of the early 1830s.38 The Duc de Broglie’s special 
commission (1840-1843), established in order to find a solution to the now-
pressing issue of abolition in the French colonies, achieved very little, especially 
for enslaved youths. Their conclusions and suggestions for reform were quickly 
overshadowed by the preparation of the Mackau laws of 1845.39 Indeed, planter 
opposition to education of the enslaved greatly limited enslaved children’s 
access to schools between 1840 and 1846. One member of the Conseil Colonial 
challenged the government’s right to force slaveholders to send children to school 
when elementary education was not even mandatory in the metropole.40 His 
criticism highlights how the metropole used ideas about children and education to 
interfere in planters’ previously untouched rights over their chattel. Governor de 
34 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 35, folder 305, “Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy 
and Colonies, April 13,” 1840. 
35 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 35, folder 305, “Extrait de procès-verbaux de la Commission 
Spéciale—Habitation Fonds Saint Jacques,” March 24, 1840.
36 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 35, folder 305, “Extrait des délibérations du Conseil Privé de 
la Martinique,” May 21, 1840.
37 ANOM, Série Géographique, box 10, folder 100, “Mémoire du Gouverneur de Moges à son successeur 
Mathieu,” December 1, 1844.
38 Jennings, French Anti-Slavery, pp. 186-187. 
39 Schmidt, Abolitionistes de l’esclavage, p. 125.
40 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 182, folder 1432, “Lettre d’un membre du Conseil colonial,” May 1846. 
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Moges informed his successor that schools set up for free children of colour were 
logistically and financially incapable of helping the 24,000 enslaved children on the 
island.41 The Frères de Ploërmel, originally sent by the government to serve rural 
enslaved children, were limited by colonial authorities to urban spaces. In 1841, of 
the 262 students their Fort-Royal school held, only 40 were enslaved children from 
the countryside. Their school in Saint Pierre could not yet accommodate children 
from the surrounding rural area.42 The educational experiment at Fonds Saint-
Jacques eventually stopped in the early 1840s. In 1845, Deputé Hyppolite Dubois 
lamented that after 1,250,000 francs had reportedly been spent on education in 
the colonies from 1840 to 1845, there was not even one school for the enslaved.43 
In 1846, the abolitionist newspaper La Réforme claimed that as of December 31, 
1845, there were only three enslaved children registered in public schools on the 
island.44 Governor Mathieu shifted the blame onto the enslaved themselves by 
claiming parents refused to send their children to school because it deprived them 
of their work in family gardens.45 By the mid-1840s, abolitionists’ pressure and 
metropolitan efforts had not effectively changed the lives of enslaved children. 
The Mackau Laws: Metropolitan Efforts and Colonial Resistance
In May 1844, Louis Philippe’s Ministry of Navy and Colonies, now headed by 
Baron de Mackau, presented a draft bill that increased the powers of France’s 
legislative body to regulate the rights and responsibilities of the enslaved and 
their owners. This draft bill, seen by many colonists as an infringement on 
their acquired rights over their estates’ régime intérieur, would eventually lead 
to the Mackau laws of July 18-19, 1845. The bill increased legislation on the 
following topics: food for the enslaved, as well as clothing and health; their 
discipline; their work and rest schedules, marriages, and religious and elementary 
education; their rights to a pécule (savings) and to self-purchase.46 Children, as 
one of the most vulnerable groups, justified government intervention. Indeed, 
Député Joseph Merilhou argued that the 1842 law regulating the maximum work 
hours of children in metropolitan manufactures legitimated the state’s right to 
legislate on such matters.47 Though the Mackau laws did not dramatically change 
enslaved children’s lives, as we will see it would enable hundreds to have access 
to education in the months before abolition.
41 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 171, folder 1562, “Extrait du mémoire de M. Le Gouverneur 
de Moges à son successeur,” July 1840.
42 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 144, folder 1223, “Régime des esclaves : Rapports sur l’application de la loi 
de 1840,” c.1842.
43 Exposé des motifs, rapports et débats des chambres législatives concernant les lois des 18 et 19 juillet 
1845 relative au régime des esclaves, à l’introduction de cultivateurs européens et à la formation 
d’établissements agricoles dans les colonies françaises (Paris: Imprimerie Royale, 1845), p. 913.
44 La Réforme, October 10, 1846, in Victor Schoelcher, ed., Histoire de l’esclavage pendant les deux dernières 
années, vol. 1 (Paris: Pagnerre, 1847), p. 75.
45 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 171, folder 1376, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
July 20, 1840.
46 Annales du Parlement français (Paris: Librairie de Firmin Didot Frères, 1846), p. 540.
47 Annales du Parlement français, p. 546. 
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1846 marked a turning point for slave societies in the French empire. An 
official report to the king declared the urgent need for religious education, which 
was now “an explicit, imperious” necessity to achieve “the inevitable destiny of 
the Black race of our colonies, meaning absolute emancipation in the future.”48 
Children were a priority, Deputé Dubois claimed, “it [was] on them that we 
needed to focus, in order to offer them both religious and elementary education 
in the first moments of their lives.”49 Following the royal ordinance of May 18, 
1846, on enslaved children’s education, Governor Mathieu published a decree on 
October 2 prompting slaveholders living within two kilometers of Fort-Royal, 
Saint-Pierre, Vauclin or Trinité to send their enslaved children aged 8 to 14 to 
school.50 In France, the Ministry worked with the Ploërmel and Saint Joseph 
orders and subsidized the establishment of an additional 4 brothers and 13 sisters 
in Martinique. He described children’s education as an important task and required 
a trimestral report of the brothers and sisters’ work.51 Following the failure of 
the 1840 royal ordinance, the metropole no longer waited for the cooperation of 
colonists; instead it now forcefully demanded the implementation of the Mackau 
laws and used different means at its disposal to ensure reform efforts would lead 
to actual changes. 
The metropole turned again to the royal plantation Fonds Saint-Jacques to set 
an example of the implementation of the Mackau laws. In early 1846, the Ministry 
of Navy and Colonies contacted the director of the Trappists, a religious order 
who believed in salvation through manual and agricultural labour. He offered 
them Fonds Saint-Jacques on loan for three years, to establish a model institution 
to educate, moralize, and eventually emancipate the enslaved community. Three 
brothers of the order were sent in the fall of 1846 to visit and ascertain the feasibility 
of their establishment on the island.52 The Trappists embraced the state’s interest 
and hope in enslaved children and believed they were the colony’s future. Their 
racialized vision of Fonds Saint-Jacques’s youths translated into amazement at 
their “ingenuousness [and] simplicity not found in others their age.”53 The project 
had the support of colonial authorities and planters. After meeting with the order’s 
envoys, Governor Mathieu wrote enthusiastically about the venture and praised 
what the Trappists could do for enslaved children. Their representative on the 
island had promised him they could instruct between 1,500 and 2,000 enslaved 
youths and Mathieu insisted on making their education a condition of their 
contract with the government. In his opinion, the “social regeneration” wished by 
48 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 222, folder 1692, Report to the King, July 28, 1846. 
49 Exposé des motifs, rapports et débats des chambres, 914. 
50 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 143, folder 1214, “Arrêté du Gouverneur de la Martinique concernant 
l’instruction élémentaire des jeunes esclaves,” October 2, 1846. 
51 ANOM, Série Géographique Antilles, 2400COL -86, Minister of Navy and Colonies to Governor of 
Martinique, April 13, 1846. 
52 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 738, Report, September 20, 1847.
53 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 741, “Extrait du Rapport fait au General des 
Trappistes par les trois Religieux envoyés à la Martinique à l’effet d’examiner s’il y avait possibilité de 
réaliser un projet d’établissement proposé par le Département de la Marine,” 1847. 
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the metropole would most efficiently be carried out by focusing on the younger 
generation of the enslaved. 54
Neither Governor Mathieu nor the Trappist order believed enslaved children 
could benefit from freed children’s educational system and both favoured a 
different type of education to mold the younger generation of bondspeople into 
their vision of free colonial society. Their goal was to maintain the new citizens on 
plantations and insure their commitment to agricultural work under the tutelage of 
Whites. The religious brothers asserted that their primary objective would always 
be to make these children into “farmers who would advantageously replace those 
whose ill-will or laziness pushed them away from the fields.” These youths would 
spread their message of “order, economy & above all their ardour for work.” 
Children “from the tenderest age” would be put to work in cane fields, and they 
would be taught reading, writing, and catechism only during rest breaks. In fact, 
the Trappists had no intention of carrying out their education themselves and 
would delegate the task to the brothers of Plöermel, who were already on the 
island.55
Both Governor Mathieu and the brothers believed segregating enslaved 
children from their families would ensure the success of their venture. Governor 
Mathieu feared that in the regular system, after morning classes, enslaved children 
would come back to “the most pernicious examples” set by their enslaved families. 
He found the Trappist teachings particularly appropriate for children in the 
countryside, as “the vigilant eye of the brothers would never leave them.”56 The 
Trappists similarly believed that enslaved children “suckled corruption along with 
milk,” and suggested building a boarding school just outside of the plantation. 
Not only were children to be segregated from their families, they would also be an 
ideal means of controlling enslaved adults. The brothers wrote their superior that 
these children, as well as the elderly which the order would care for, were the best 
way to control adults into “listening with docility to [their] teachings” and insure 
they remained on the plantation. 57 
The government-funded Trappist venture in Martinique never saw the 
light of day. By the time the Ministry of Navy and Colonies was finalizing the 
project, the 1848 revolution effectively put an end to it. Although the reasons are 
uncertain, the new government was not amicable to the arrangements made by 
the July Monarchy.58 Despite its failure, the establishment of the Trappist order 
at Fonds Saint-Jacques was the first serious compromise regarding the education 
of enslaved people between authorities on both sides of the Atlantic. Their vision 
54 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 740, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy 
and Colonies, January 24, 1847. 
55 ANOM, box 89, folder 741, “Extrait du Rapport fait au Général des Trappistes […],” 1847. 
56 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 740, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy 
and Colonies, January 24, 1847. 
57 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 741, “Extrait du Rapport fait au General des 
Trappistes […],” 1847.
58 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 742, Minister of Navy and Colonies to Minister of 
Finances, October 19, 1847; ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 89, folder 743, Marie Eutrope 
to Minister of Navy and Colonies, April 2, 1848.
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relegated Black children to second-class citizens, bound, like their parents, to the 
land and limited to agricultural works. 
At the same time as the Trappist project was underway, the government worked 
alongside prominent Martiniquan planter Auguste Pécoul to set an example of 
individual, enlightened, and benevolent reform. Pécoul was well known by the 
Ministry; Governor Mackau (1836-1838) had visited his plantation and Governor 
de Moges (1838-1840) had praised him in official correspondence as the wealthiest 
and most reform-minded planter on the island and urged the government to 
support his efforts. He was amongst the few who faced strong opposition from 
fellow planters but received consistent praise from the metropole.59 Unlike most 
planters who professed to espouse the religious education of the enslaved but 
never implemented it, Pécoul believed in the civilizing mission of Catholicism. 
In his correspondence, he repeatedly urged his administrator to inspire a sense 
of family by rewarding marriages and communions. In the early 1840s, Reine, 
La Montagne’s hospitalière¸ taught catechism to children as well as sewing and 
mending to girls.60 Both because enslaved adults demanded religious instruction 
and because Pécoul favoured it as the best means to moralize the enslaved he 
owned, brothers of Ploërmel began to teach catechism to all at La Montagne and 
Bassepointe plantations in 1843.61 Being near Saint-Pierre, La Montagne soon 
received an additional brother to teach catechism to children and young women 
specifically.62 From 1845 onward, children at this plantation also received sewing 
courses.63 At Bassepointe, located far from Saint-Pierre and Fort-Royal on the 
Atlantic side of the island, religious brothers could not come to the plantation very 
often, and Pécoul’s moralizing initiative remained inconsistent.64 As was so often 
the case, hopes for change gave way to the logistical realities of rural life. 
In order to conform to the Mackau laws, Pécoul wrote the Minister of Navy 
and Colonies in April 1846 about his plan to establish a school for children on 
his plantations and asked for financial support. Pécoul stressed the urgency of 
educating the enslaved and added, “if little should be expected from adults, children 
are a soft wax one can mold at leisure.” The image of children’s malleable minds 
Pécoul put forth was illustrative of the popularization of John Locke’s philosophy 
of the human mind as a tabula rasa.65 In exchange for the government sending two 
sisters of the Saint Joseph order, Pécoul offered accommodations and a building 
large enough for his 120 enslaved children as well as those of the neighbors, if 
they so wished. He hoped his example would illustrate how colonists and the 
59 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 77, folder 627, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy 
and Colonies, October 13, 1839; ANOM, Série Généralité, box 68, folder 661, Auguste Pécoul to Minister 
of Navy and Colonies, April 30, 1846.
60 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, June 25, 1844.
61 AN, 376 AP/ 53 & 54, Brother Arthur to Auguste Pécoul, September 5, 1845; AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste 
Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, April 4, 1843 and September 29, 1843.
62 Philippe Delisle, Renouveau missionnaire et societé esclavagiste, La Martinique : 1815-1848 (Paris: 
PubliSud, 1997), p. 242; AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, April 4, 1843.
63 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, September 25, 1845 and December 7, 1845. 
64 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, September 9, 1844; September 29, 1843; December 
10, 1844; and July 25, 1845.
65 Mintz, Huck’s Raft: A History of American Childhood, pp. 56-60.
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government could benefit from “directing the upcoming generation’s mind in the 
right direction.” 66 In April 1847, the Ministry of Navy and Colonies had decided 
to financially support sending two sisters of the Cluny order to La Montagne.67 
Meanwhile, under pressure from the metropole, in 1847 colonial authorities 
began forcing recalcitrant slaveowners to provide the enslaved with elementary 
education, whether by sending them to the town school or hiring an instructor. 
Even on a model plantation like La Montagne, the 1845 dispositions regarding 
education had not been implemented. In the summer, Pécoul’s plantation 
administrator, Lalaurette, wrote that up to now he had been exempted from 
sending enslaved children to school because they received religious instruction on 
his plantations. Disagreeing, Pécoul wrote in the margin of the letter that religious 
instruction did not release them from offering the children reading and writing 
classes.68 Enslaved parents at La Montagne were well aware of slaveowners’ new 
responsibilities and throughout the summer of 1847 demanded a school for their 
children.69 Under pressure from Pécoul, local authorities, and enslaved parents, in 
the fall of 1847 Lalaurette hired a private instructor to come four times a week.70 
A few months later, the two expected religious sisters settled at La Montagne and 
began teaching girls reading, writing, and sewing, and by February 1848 they 
were also instructing the enslaved boys.71 In April 1848, two months after the 
revolution that overthrew the July Monarchy, Pécoul wrote the new Minister of 
Navy and Colonies about sending more sisters of Saint Joseph, this time to his 
remote plantation Bassepointe.72
Like many of his time, Pécoul believed enslaved girls could spearhead the 
moralizing mission of enlightened planters and the government. Writing to the 
Minister in November 1847, the prominent planter explained he would prefer 
receiving sisters of the Saint-Joseph order over Ploërmel brothers because he 
was convinced that the civilizing mission would take place if they invested in the 
education of “the feminine portion of the [slave] population.”73 A few years prior, 
his administrator had expressed a similar idea as he hoped religious education at 
La Montagne and Bassepointe would be especially beneficial to young girls.74 
Similarly, Governor de Moges told his successor in 1840 that in order to effectively 
prepare for emancipation the education of the enslaved should be geared toward 
enslaved girls. The best way to achieve this would be to separate them from the 
rest of their communities, in order to protect them from immoral influences. In 
66 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 68, folder 661, Auguste Pécoul to Minister of Navy and Colonies, April 30, 
1846.
67 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 68, folder 661, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
April 10, 1847.
68 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, June 24, 1847.
69 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, May 25, 1845,and July 23, 1847.
70 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, August 23, 1847; September 24, 1847; and October 
9, 1847.
71 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, February 9, 1848.
72 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 68, folder 661, Auguste Pécoul to Minister, April 6, 1848.
73 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 68, folder 661, Auguste Pécoul to Minister of Navy and Colonies, November 
26, 1847.
74 AN, 376 AP/ 60, Auguste Lalaurette to Auguste Pécoul, September 29, 1843 and December 10, 1844.
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his opinion, “it is through girls and women one must begin improvements, for 
themselves and because of their influence.”75 Though the visions of Governor 
de Moges, Pécoul, and Lalaurette were never implemented on a large scale, by 
favouring girls’ education, they professed their own gendered ideals as well as 
recognized the important influence and role enslaved women played in enslaved 
communities.
In addition to the Trappist plan and sponsoring education at Pécoul’s 
plantations, in the summer of 1847 the metropole increased pressure on local 
authorities to enforce the reform laws regarding education. The regular reports 
it now received directly from the island’s Procureur Général enabled the 
Ministry to gage how slowly authorities enforced the new laws regarding food, 
clothing, health, labour, and education.76 The Minister criticized the lack of local 
cooperation and prompted Governor Mathieu to haste the implementation of 
school requirements.77 Martiniquan authorities began seriously, though reluctantly, 
to pressure slaveowners to comply with the law. Their efforts were successful. 
Brother Phocas was surprised to see so many enslaved youths attending classes 
on July 5. Authorities had “pursued masters and they hurried to send [the children] 
to us. Brother Baptiste’s classroom is full.”78 By November 1847, the Conseil 
Colonial reported that of the 500 children taught by the Ploërmel brothers in Fort-
Royal, 150 were enslaved, and 76 others were waiting for a new building. The 
Ministry allocated 5,000 francs for their school’s extension, under the express 
condition that more enslaved children frequent it. The Conseil concluded this was 
an urgent matter.79 Soon after, Governor Mathieu described his island-wide tour 
and reassured the Ministry that he had “paid specific attention to the schools.” In 
Trinité, both free and enslaved children attended school without discrimination. 
Mathieu met with the local magistrate and reiterated the need to closely monitor 
the school attendance of the enslaved young. In Robert, 70 enslaved youths were 
registered at the Plöermel brothers’ school and the Superior of the order believed 
their numbers would soon reach 90.80 After a decade of efforts, educational 
reforms were finally beginning to translate into educational opportunities for 
enslaved children. Although the archives hold no official estimates, it appears a 
few hundred of the 24,000 enslaved children were attending school in Martinique 
alone by the eve of abolition.81 Although this small number could suggest the 
failure of colonial reforms of the July Monarchy, it is important to note the 
75 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 170, folder 1376, “Extrait du mémoire du Gouverneur de Moges a son 
successeur Val d’Ailly,” c. 1840.
76 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 97, folder 857, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy 
and Colonies, January 8, 1846.
77 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 151, folder 1271, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
September 10, 1847.
78 Delisle, Renouveau missionnaire, p. 255.
79 ANOM, Série Géographique Martinique, box 96, folder 837, “Extrait des procès-verbaux des délibérations 
du Conseil privé,” November 4, 1847.
80 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 151, folder 1271, Governor of Martinique to Minister of Navy and Colonies, 
February 26, 1847. 
81 Henry Delinde, Fusion des races, p. 201.
107
metropole had effectively undermined the droits acquis planters had enjoyed over 
their chattel for the past two centuries.
The Code noir and the Indivisibility Principle 
Though the education of enslaved children was perceived as the primary means 
to prepare the enslaved for citizenship, the government also sought to protect 
enslaved children by upholding the principle of enslaved families’ indivisibility 
originating in the Code noir. Article 47 of the 1685 compilation of royal edicts 
prescribed that prepubescent children could not be sold separately from their 
mother—or their parents if they were legally married. By the nineteenth century, 
the practice of selling, renting out, or donating enslaved children was nevertheless 
frequent.82 The separation of enslaved family members was a recurrent image used 
by abolitionists throughout Europe and North America to criticize slavery and 
one which was at odds with the ideals of morality and family the July Monarchy 
professed for the enslaved. The moralization of the enslaved was the only reform 
measure colonists, abolitionists, and the metropole could agree on, and the July 
Monarchy was therefore bent on using orderly and church-sanctioned family 
relations to push for reforms in French slave societies. 
On June 11, 1839, “in the double interests of order and family,” Louis Philippe 
signed an ordinance granting freedom to enslaved people owned by a free family 
member. With this ordinance, an enslaved person owned by their adult parent, 
sibling, or even adult child was considered libre de droit.83 Although the libres de 
droit never became the majority of emancipated enslaved people, this ordinance 
demonstrates the metropole’s efforts to facilitate the enslaveds’ bid for freedom. 
It also prevented the enslaved—some of whom had lived as free all their lives—
from being forcibly taken away from their families because of debt or inheritance 
issues. An 1841 report from the Procureur du Roi to the Minister detailing the 
family ties and circumstances of nine newly freed libres de droit illustrates the 
metropolitan government’s close surveillance of the implementation of the royal 
ordinance.84 Between 1841 and 1848, of the 364 emancipations recorded in the 
Journal Officiel de la Martinique for the districts of Sainte-Marie and Lamentin, 
31 (8.5%) were of enslaved people considered libre de droit.85 The ordinance 
benefitted mostly enslaved youths whose family had bought them from their 
masters but had been unable to emancipate. Of the 31 libres de droit in Sainte-
Marie and Lamentin, 18 (58%) were 18 years old or younger. 
82 An examination of notarial records at the Archives Départementales in Martinique reveals the sporadic, 
though consistent, practice of selling or donating prepubescent children. See, for instance, Archives 
Départementales de la Martinique (hereafter ADM), Lagarde 3E8/2, “Donation par les Sr et De Ste Croix 
Huyghue à leurs enfants,” April, 28, 1802; and ADM, Lagarde 3E8/2, “Vente d’un Esclave par Delle 
Toraille à la nommée Colombe capresse libre,” May 6, 1806.
83 ADM, Bulletin Officiel de la Martinique, “Ordonance royale du 11 juin 1839, sur les affranchissements,” 
(Fort-Royal, Martinique: Thoubeau Imprimeur du Gouvernment), pp. 288-293.
84 ANOM, Série Généralité, box 157, folder 1305, “Premier arrêté du 24 juillet 1841 portant affranchissement 
de 9 individus en vertu de l’ordonnance du 11 juin 1839,” 1841.
85 ADM, Microfilm, Journal Officiel de la Martinique, January 1841- December 1845; August 1847-February 
1848.
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Two years after the July Monarchy demonstrated its support for the sanctity 
of the enslaved family, the Cour de Cassation upheld the legal validity of the 
indivisibility principle in a suit brought by a freed woman whose children’s 
freedom was contested. The case would significantly alter the lives of hundreds of 
enslaved children in the last years of slavery. In 1832, an enslaved Guadeloupean 
named Virginie was emancipated by will as a reward for her faithful services, but 
the heirs of her late mistress refused to free her two children or even put them in her 
custody. Virginie sought the legal help of Adolphe Gatine, a renowned defender 
of the rights of the enslaved, and pursued her case under article 47 of the Code 
noir. After the Cour Royale of Guadeloupe turned down her case in 1838, Virginie 
appealed to the Cour de Cassation in France, who ruled in her favour in 1841 and 
referred the case to the Cour Royale in Bordeaux. In a city with many commercial 
ties to the colonies, the magistrates took the side of the slaveowners and argued 
emancipation did not fall into the parameters of sale or alienation mentioned in 
the Code noir. Virignie was relentless in her pursuit of justice and appealed again. 
This time, the Cour de Cassation’s favourable judgment on November 22, 1844, 
was upheld by the Cour Royale of Poitiers.86 The court defended the natural rights 
of children and their parents: “public morality, the weakness of young age, the just 
respect of rights and responsibilities of mothers, and the favour attached to liberty 
would require an interpretation [of article 47] in the largest sense.”87 The Code 
noir, whose protective provisions had long been neglected by slaveowners, was 
now used by the metropole to better the situation of enslaved people.
The case of Catherine-Léonarde of Martinique, which took place around the 
same time as Viriginie’s and was also argued by Adolphe Gatine, similarly centred 
on the indivisibility principle. Born in 1791, Catherine-Léonarde was registered 
as free in her 1794 baptismal record but remained enslaved by her owners’ heirs. 
The Procureur du Roi of Saint Pierre, upon seeing her baptismal record, declared 
her free in 1840, which was immediately contested by her owners. The Procureur 
du Roi took her case to court, arguing her 11 children and grandchildren were also 
legally entitled to their freedom. The Cour Royale of Martinique denied her free 
status in August 1841, but Catherine-Léonarde appealed to the Cour de Cassation, 
which overturned the previous judgment on March 11, 1845.88 For the second time 
in less than a year, French courts upheld the indivisibility of the enslaved family. 
The cases of Virginie and Catherine-Léonarde meant that by the mid-1840s 
thousands of enslaved people in the French Caribbean were legally entitled to 
their freedom. Although many remained without access to legal recourse, some 
of the enslaved used these new laws to challenge their owners’ rights over them. 
Two months after Catherine-Léonarde won her case in France, Auguste Pécoul’s 
administrator, Lalaurette, wrote about colonists anxiously awaiting the verdict of 
the Cour de Cassation. He feared the measure would bring disorder for the colonies, 
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as well as for himself and Pécoul particularly. One of the enslaved he owned, 
Marie, had been sold to him at a young age, while her mother and sister had been 
emancipated. He was also concerned that Simonne, a newly emancipated woman 
from La Montagne, would ask for her young children’s freedom. Similarly, in 
the case of Pécoul, one of the emancipated that he formerly owned, Louis, would 
be in a position to demand his wife and children’s freedom.89 Lalaurette wrote 
Pécoul that his lawyer believed Simonne and Louis would indeed be successful 
if they made a legal bid at freedom. The day news arrived about the Catherine-
Léonarde case, the enslaved woman Marie, who was owned by Lalaurette, asked 
to purchase herself. Though he did not believe she had the money, she appeared 
with 1,000 francs two days later. Marie most likely drew from her network of 
family and friends to help her gather the necessary sum. Lalaurette emancipated 
her immediately, and “two hours later she had left without demonstrating the 
slightest regret to leave [his] home.”90 While attaining freedom through the 
courts could be expensive and time consuming, some of the enslaved, like Marie, 
nevertheless used Virginie and Catherine-Léonarde’s victories to force owners to 
accept their right to self-purchase. 
The government also offered financial support to enslaved mothers and their 
children who wished to attain freedom—especially in cases of slaveowners’ 
physical abuse. The first were Rosette and her seven-year-old son Vincent, 
victims of their owners Charles and Octave de Jaham’s brutality. On July 12, 
1845, Rosette sought the help of the Procureur du Roi in Saint-Pierre. She claimed 
that her owners had been mercilessly beating and abusing her and her two sons, 
along with other enslaved on the plantation.91 When her nine-year-old son Jean-
Baptiste had attempted to run away in May, the Jaham brothers had cut off his ear 
lobe and made him eat it. Afterwards, he had been forced to ingest a mixture of 
human and animal excrement and chained for months. Jean-Baptiste died shortly 
after the authorities intervened. His younger brother Vincent, who had been 
similarly abused, remained between life and death at the Saint-Pierre hospital.92 
The acquittal of the Jaham brothers a few months later caused a great uproar 
in France, fueling the government’s and abolitionists’ dissatisfaction regarding 
the role played by local courts in quashing cases of mistreatment against the 
enslaved.93 The Procureur Général and the Governor hoped to protect the five 
enslaved who were deposed as witnesses against their owners. They suggested 
that three be sold to other owners but that Rosette and her remaining son Vincent 
be freed with the funds allocated by the Mackau laws. The Governor reminded the 
Minister of the exceptional plight of Rosette, who had not only lost one son but 
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also miscarried due to the repeated beatings she suffered. He suggested they be 
emancipated on August 7, the anniversary of King Louis-Philippe’s accession, “a 
day when chains are broken and prisons are opened throughout the kingdom.”94 
Once freed, Rosette was financially compensated and her son Vincent began 
attending the Ploërmel brothers’ school in the fall of 1846.95 Not for the first time, 
youth and the natural rights of a mother to protect her children were used to justify 
the government’s intervention in slaveowners’ rights over their chattel. 
Vincent was the first of many children emancipated by the government in 
the two years before the abolition of slavery. The Mackau laws had allocated 
funds for a commission de rachat, whose role was to select the enslaved who had 
accumulated a pécule and subsidize part of their bid at self-purchase. Two categories 
of the enslaved were prioritized by the commission de rachat: those whose skilled 
labour guaranteed their financial independence after freedom and those who, in 
the words of the Procureur Général, “because of their family situation, seemed 
to be the first who ought to break away from slavery.” Half of the 279 enslaved 
emancipated through the commission de rachat in 1846 were 18 years of age or 
under—the majority were prepubescent children.96 The local administration, with 
the support of the metropole, had two reasons for privileging mothers and their 
children. On a local level, officials hoped freed children would have access to an 
education system that was as of yet closed to the enslaved. When reporting to the 
Ministry of Navy and Colonies in 1847, Governor Mathieu justified the presence 
of 81 children under 14 in the list of 197 freed enslaved people by explaining that 
they “would find in freedom resources for their education which they would look 
for in vain in slavery.” The recipient at the Ministry scribbled a question mark in 
the margin, uncertain why the funds allocated for the education of the enslaved in 
1845 had not achieved their goal in 1847.97 
The other reason why local and metropolitan authorities favoured enslaved 
children was tied to the Cour de Cassation’s new interpretation of article 47 
of the Code noir regarding the sale of prepubescent youths. Indeed, children 
emancipated thanks to the commission de rachat were in fact legally entitled to 
their freedom. The Procureur Général noted that many who were in a position to 
contest their enslavement “preferred attaining their freedom with their savings and 
[government] subsidy rather than chance a slow judicial fight.”98 Repeatedly, local 
authorities explained why so many children were candidates for the commission 
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de rachat’s subsidy by referring to the Cour de Cassation’s new interpretation 
of article 47.99 The case of Lolotte Egyptienne and her daughter Rosa illustrates 
authorities’ eagerness to prioritize enslaved children and their mothers, even when 
they had a history of being disorderly. The two were about to be seized and sold 
at public auction to pay off their owner’s back taxes when their case was brought 
to the attention of the Directeur de l’Intérieur in Fort-Royal. Although Lolotte’s 
background “left a lot to be desired,” the fact that one of her prepubescent children 
had been emancipated two years prior made the administration uneasy. By taking 
possession of the two, Martinique’s administration would have been found at fault 
if Lolotte used the Cour de Cassation’s case to seek freedom for herself and her 
child. Both were promptly listed as candidates of the commission de rachat and 
emancipated in December 1846.100 
Conclusion
Although by the eve of abolition the material well-being of the enslaved left 
much to be desired, the social order of slave societies had radically changed. 
Metropolitan reform efforts were consistently and strongly opposed on the 
ground, but throughout the last decade of slavery, the July Monarchy demanded 
reports on the application of laws, ordered commissions to examine issues and 
their potential solutions, and, under pressure from abolitionists, pressed for the 
local implementation of reform laws. At the same time, bondspeople pushed for 
their newly acquired rights and used any means available to better their condition. 
In Martinique, Pécoul’s administrator warned in May 1845 that in Martinique “all 
Blacks know about the [Mackau] law, they speak quite openly of the advantages 
they will draw from it.”101
Children were, in the metropole as well as in the colonies, the focus of reform 
in the 1830s and 1840s. At first prioritizing the moralization of the enslaved 
family, the July Monarchy turned toward the plight of enslaved children in the 
1840s and sought to open education to the younger generation of the enslaved 
population it hoped to prepare for freedom and citizenship. Throughout the last 
decade of slavery, the education of enslaved children was considered the primary 
means to effect the social transformation of slave societies and prepare for 
emancipation. Facing opposition from the planter class and local authorities, the 
metropole turned to the royal plantation Fonds Saint-Jacques and to individual 
planter initiatives to set an example of successful change. By the summer of 1847, 
the metropole effectively pressured local authorities to force planters to send their 
enslaved children to schools. Though only a few hundred enslaved were in school 
by the eve of the 1848 revolution, their access to elementary education effectively 
hindered colonists’ professed droits acquis, rights legitimized by two centuries 
of planter independence from the Crown. Nevertheless, ideas regarding enslaved 
children’s education were limited by the highly racialized view of slave childhood; 
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Whites on both sides of the Atlantic believed the best way to educate enslaved 
youth was to separate them from their families and ascertain they would remain in 
the fields as adults. Finally, after the Cour de Cassation upheld the indivisibility of 
enslaved families originating in the 1685 Code noir, local authorities prioritized 
enslaved children and their mothers when subsidizing the self-purchase of the 
enslaved in the last two years of slavery. 
The broader Atlantic context of child-centred reform movements in the 
nineteenth century is central to understanding the role enslaved children played 
in reforming slave societies and achieving general emancipation. Enlightenment 
ideas regarding youth’s malleability and need for protection justified the state’s 
interference in enslaved children’s well-being. Laws on children’s education and 
labour in France emboldened the metropole to enact family- and child-oriented 
reform in slave societies. Examining the plight of enslaved children in the 
French empire therefore illuminates the ways in which abolitionists and the July 
Monarchy enacted changes previous administrations had been unable to achieve 
and mitigates historians’ accounts of French abolitionism.
Government focus on Black children in the French empire demonstrates 
continuity between the last decades of slavery and the post-abolition period, as 
education remained (at least theoretically) a central tenet of freedom and citizenship 
during the Second Republic. Soon after the Declaration of Emancipation, the 
revolutionary government promulgated a decree on public education in the colonies 
upholding the necessity for free education for all, as “the preparation of youth to 
moral, civil, and political life is one of the first duties of society.”102 François 
Perrinon, himself the first Black student of the renowned École Polytechnique 
in Paris and Commissaire Général de la République during the interim period, 
extolled the benefits of education during his tour of Martinique. “Today more 
than ever elementary education as well as religious and moral instruction are 
necessary for the masses,” he wrote the Minister of Navy and Colonies. He added 
that the enslaved “are highly inclined to studying, which [they] consider to be the 
prerogative of free men.”103 Nevertheless, opposition to Blacks’ education would 
continue to be strong among the White élite in the post-emancipation period. By 
1850, Governor Bruat was worried public education diverted enslaved youths 
from their work in the fields and was ready to fix an age limit after which children 
“would no longer be admitted or stay in government-funded schools.”104 How 
the struggle for equality in the French Caribbean continued to be fought through 
Black youths in the years after emancipation remains to be examined by historians 
and would certainly find echoes in other corners of the French empire. If the 
months after abolition are any indication, the tension between Black children’s 
education and labour would continue to define government policy and the lives of 
the descendants of the enslaved.
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